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B. J. Leggett. The
 
Poetic Art of A. E. Housman: Theory and Practice.  
Lincoln [Nebraska] and London: U. of Nebraska Press, 1978.
 xii + 161pp. $9.95.
[R. Smitskamp]. Housman on Plautus: Manuscript Notes in the ‘Rud
ens’ of Friedrich Marx (1928). Leiden [Holland]: E. J. Brill
 
[1979]. 31pp. 600 copies. $20.00.
Because of his small poetic output, A. E. Housman (1859-1936) is a
 
minor poet, but as long as English poetry is read, A Shropshire Lad
 and his other short lyrics will
 
always have admirers. Among scholars  
and critics he has never been a “forgotten”
 
poet,  although he has  not  
attracted their attention,
 
except perhaps during the  1920’s and 1930’s,  
in the way such modern authors as T. S. Eliot, Dylan Thomas, Tho
­mas Hardy, and James Joyce continue to do. And most of the books
 —for example, those by A. S. F. Gow, Grant Richards, Laurence
 Housman, Percy Withers, George L. Watson, Maude Hawkins, and
 John Pugh — have been largely biographical. Not until
 
1970, when B.  
J. Leggett (University of Tennessee) published Housman's Land of
 Lost Content: A Critical Study of “A Shropshire Lad,” did we get a
 full-length and first-rate work of criticism on AEH as poet.
Where Mr. Leggett’s previous account was confined to the theme
 
and structure of the first small volume that Housman produced, he
 has now written in considerable depth about Housman’s poetic theory
 and his reputation in the 1930’s and today in the context of
 
recent  
views, particularly those of the formalists, of whom Cleanth Brooks is
 a prime example. This long overdue revaluation shows, with both
 insight and thoroughness, the relationship between Housman’s Les
­lie Stephen Lecture, The Name and Nature of Poetry, delivered in
 1933,
 
with its  anti-intellectual theory of poetry, and his own practices.  
This theory runs directly counter to the scientific and intellectual
 critics
 
of that age. And Mr. Leggett says, Housman’ s “reputation as a  
serious
 
artist has never recovered,” he is not widely taught today, and  
he is thus less familiar than he was in his own time.
In studying what AEH actually said in the lecture “as opposed to
 
the positions which are attributed
 
to him,” Mr. Leggett makes a fine  
case that Housman is in agreement with the central tradition of
 nineteenth-century criticism; furthermore he is in line, strangely
 enough, with T. S. Eliot, generally regarded as Housman’s chief
 adversary.
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A good deal of space in this interesting and valuable study is
 
taken up in defending Housman in the light of Freudian and current
 psychoanalytic theory, as seen in such critics as Norman Holland.
 The most fruitful chapters are devoted to an examination of Hous
man’s technique of persona and point-of-view and the structural pat
­
terns by which he makes his painful progress from innocence to
 experience. There might have been more discussion of the poems
 themselves.
Not only is The Poetic Art of A. E. Housman a needed revaluation
 
of Housman’s poetry — with its seeming simplicity and ease of presen
­tation — some forty years after his death, thus opening up new possi
­bilities
 
of reading him, but this new volume does deserve a place  of its  
own in any serious collection of
 
literary criticism.
The second book under review, Housman on Plautus —- if that’s
 what one can call a thirty-one-page
 
publication — is not worth much  
space, though it may interest Housman collectors, who may neverthe
­less cringe at its high price ($20) for a small thing. .
R. Smitskamp, whose name is given at the end of the l1/2-page
 
introduction but is not on the title page,
 
has taken Housman’s copy of  
Friedrich Marx’s edition of Rudens of Plautus (Leipzig: Hirzel, 1928),
 and recorded
 
all of the remarks in the margins made in AEH’s charac ­
teristic pencilled handwriting. Mr. Smitskamp says: “These remarks
 deserve publication as a supplement to Housman’
s
 classical papers  
edited in 1972,” issued by the Cambridge University Press in three
 volumes.
Those of us who know Housman’
s
 scathing regard for German  
scholarship, long ago reported by Gow, Richards, and Laurence Hous
man, will learn little that is new from this
 
pamphlet, though they will  
— as Housman himself wrote in Vol. five of his edition of
 
Manilius  
—“extract from it a low enjoyment.” This will come from seeing
 Housman’
s
 scurrilous and “outraged” marginalia over Marx’s scho ­
larship: “shame!”, “knave,” “booby,” “Egotism stupefies its victim,”
 “silly” (several times), “that is your
 
ignorance,” “ugh,” “nonsense,”  
‘’absurd,” “pooh!,” “false,” “dirty dog,” “you lie,” “you poor German,”
 “stuff,” “dirty knave,” and 
so
 on for thirty pages, along with the  
passages by Marx to which they refer.
In reply to the question, “Does this booklet deserve publication?” I
 
can only quote Housman: “nonsense.”
William White Oakland University
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